Overview: The decade of the 1980s tended to 
consolidate the gains made in the seventies rather than 
to initiate any new trends compared to the large number 
of disaster movies, or "rogue cop" movies that 
characterized the previous decade. Designed and 
packaged for mass audience appeal, only a few 80s films 
became what could be called 'classics'. The era was 
characterized by the introduction of 'high-concept' films 
- with cinematic plots that could be easily characterized by one or two sentences - and therefore easily 
marketable and understandable. Producer Don Simpson and Jerry Bruckheimer are credited with the 
creation of the high-concept picture (or modern Hollywood blockbuster). ‘The Don’ was the first 
producer to understand and exploit the significance of MTV. His action-packed, loud, flashy, simplistic 
films brought crowds to the multiplexes every summer. His sexy, visually dazzling films reflected the 
MTV generation, such as in his debut film Flashdance (1983) - with its pop soundtrack and iconic 'freeze- 
frame' ending. Other successes followed in the high-flying Top Gun (1986). By the end of the 80s era as a 
result, most films were 'low-brow' for dumbed-down teen audiences looking for sheer entertainment 
value or thrills - for example, James Cameron's Aliens (1986), or Die Hard (1988). After the innovations 
of the 70s, films in the 80s were less experimental and original, but more formulaic, and eager to 
capitalize on new special effects techniques. With all the competition from home video, cable TV and 
video games, Hollywood focused on big, flashy, youth-oriented films rather than the more challenging 
adult cinema of auteurs. They tried to promote a film into being a success with expensive PR campaigns. 


1980s History and Politics 

1980: CNN a 24-hour news network is created by media tycoon Ted Turner. Other stations would follow the 
24/7 model, creating a tremendous need for content to fill the time. Midnight movies and reruns proliferated 
1980: Ronald Reagan became President in a landslide victory ushering in a conservative backlash to 70s 
1980s Benefit concerts for humanitarian crisis: Live Aid Concerts, Hands Across America, Africa Aid, Farm Aid 
1980: ABSCAM Scandal breaks: an FBI sting operation in the early 1980s that led to the convictions of 7 
members of the US Congress, for bribery and corruption and later inspired the 2013 film American Hustle. 
1981: IBM introduces the IBM-PC personal computer, the IBM 5150. It sold for $1,565 in 1981. 

1981: MTV - the music-video cable network MTV began broadcasting on 
August 1. The first music video that was aired was “Video Killed the Radio 
Star,” yet College radio thrives as an alternative to mainstream music 
1981: Assassination attempt on President Ronald Reagan by an obsessed 
Jodie Foster fan, gave the final scene of Martin Scorsese's Taxi Driver 
(1976) an unexpected immediacy. When Reagan took the bullet and 
survived, his popularity soared. His whole program went through, with no dppasitlon to him in Congress 
1982: Equal Rights Amendment defeated, denying women important rights long fought for 

1982: Economic Recession, high inflation, high unemployment at 10.4%, US debt becomes largest in world 
1982: The CDC uses the term “AIDS” for the first time to describe a dangerous new disease 

1983: The Internet is born allowing data exchange among a network of different models of computers 
1983: A terrorist truck bomb kills 241 US marines in Beirut. Terrorists will become Hollywood’s new villains 
1984: Reagan re-elected for second term , where he will greatly advance his conservative agenda 

1984: Apple’s “1984” TV ad, Directed by Ridley Scott, airs at the Super Bowl, launching 
the Mac and the Superbowl as major ad showcase. The Home Computer begins to 
become an essential tool in any home, office or school. Macintosh was a revolutionary 
device with a graphical user interface that was easy to use and superior to the 
competition. The Mac increased computer adoption rates in the public and created 


— ~ the template for future operating systems. 


MTV Stars 
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1980s Conservative Climate 
During the 1980s, conservative politics and Reaganomics held sway as the Berlin Wall crumbled, new 
computer technologies emerged, AIDS ravaged the United States, especially the gay community, and 
blockbuster movies and MTV reshaped pop culture. In the 1980s, many people embraced a new 
conservatism in social, economic and political life, characterized by the policies of 
U.S. President Ronald Reagan. For some, the 1960s and 1970s had been a troubling 
time: The riots and uprisings of the era, Watergate scandal, Vietnam War, energy 
crisis, rising crime and inflation had undermined Americans’ confidence in their 
fellow citizens and in their government. The 1980s, often remembered for its 
materialism and consumerism, saw the rise of the "yuppie," an explosion of 
blockbuster movies and the emergence of cable networks like MTV, which 
introduced the music video and the emergence of the AIDS crisis, which would go 
on to kill more than 700,000 in the U.S. alone. 


Reagan Era 
Former governor of California Ronald Reagan (and ex-movie actor) was elected as the 40th president of 
the United States on November 4, 1980 (defeating incumbent Jimmy Carter). He was the first 
professional actor to serve in the White House, completing two terms as a Republican, from 1981-1989. 
1. Reagan elected on conservative platform, promising to return America to traditional values 
2. Reagan cuts taxes for the rich and begins Trickle Down ‘Reaganomics’ 
3. The party is over: Raised drinking age to 21. Aggressive policing for drugs leads to mass arrests 
4. Deregulation: Eliminated and cut funding to regulatory agencies that monitor business, safety 
5. Dramatic funding cuts to many social programs for the poor and less fortunate. These included Social 
Security, Medicaid, Food Stamps, and federal education programs. 


Reaganomics & 80s Consumerism: The early 1980s recession was a severe 
economic downturn that affected much of the world between the start of 1980 and 
1983. It is widely considered to have been the most severe recession since World War 
Il, but it did work to curb runaway inflation. By early 1984, the economy rebounded 
and the United States entered one of the longest periods of sustained economic 
growth since World War Il. The good times led many Americans to engage in 
"conspicuous consumption" -purchasing luxury goods to show others that they were 
- doing well. The 1980s were an era in which big businesses got even bigger. Corporate 
buyouts and mergers became commonplace. This intense corporate competition was symbolic of the 
age, as an intense focus on profit and getting ahead seemed to be common among many Americans. 
From Gordon Gecko, Wall Street 1987, "Greed is good.” However, virtually all the growth in national 
wealth took place in the highest income group, while the working class lost ground. 


Militarism and a renewed Cold War: The man who spent World War II in 
Hollywood, wearing an Army uniform and acting in training films, went on to 
become the commander in chief responsible for rebuilding America's military might 
and boosting the morale of troops dispirited by the Vietnam War and its aftermath. 
As president from 1981 to 1989, Ronald Reagan persuaded an often wary, Congress 
to the biggest peacetime defense buildup in history, from high-tech weapons 
systems to military pay increases. Even a ‘Star Wars’ space defense initiative. 
Reagan reignited the Cold War, Pres. Carter had sought to soften. As part of the "Reagan Doctrine", the 
United States took a staunch anti-communist stance, with Reagan himself labeling the Soviet Union, 
“The Evil Empire.” Correspondingly, Russians often appeared as the villains in 80s movies and many films 
bordered on propaganda, like Hunt for Red October and Crimson Tide. 
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The Slow Response to the AIDS Crisis: One of the biggest news stories of the 1980s was the HIV and 
AIDS epidemic, and the government’s failure to address the problem early. Reagan prevented his 
surgeon general from addressing the crisis, considering it not a priority. Thanks to grassroots activist 
groups and public pressure, funding was finally committed to research and prevention. But not before 
thousands died and the promiscuity of the 70s was squashed. 


Reagan Era Morality and Aids brings end to 70s hedonism 

The hedonism of the 1970s was being forced out of the culture by conservative values and the emerging 
threat of a deadly disease, AIDS. The promiscuity and experimental lifestyles of the 70s was replaced by 
traditional American values in films: Family, Monogamy, Marriage, Patriotism, Law & Order. In spite of 
this the 80s saw an increased amount of female nudity in film. The 80s were known for steamy and 
unnecessary love making scenes between stars and young ingenues. 


Mainstream 80’s Society 
e Yuppies: Young Urban Professionals: Ambitious & upwardly mobile 
e Consumerism and Materialism infect society. Displaying expensive 
brands names such as Gucci, Izod popularized 
e Cocaine popularity soars, becoming a status drug for Yuppies 
e Fitness craze sweeps nation as million get in shape. Reflected in the 
muscle-bound stars of the era: Schwarzenegger, Stallone, Norris 


Cultural Shift from East Coast to West 

While films of the 70s were often set in a gritty New York, the 80s saw a cultural and cinematic shift to 
Los Angeles. The sunny LA climes and beach culture fit well with the aesthetics of the 80s and the fitness 
culture of hard bodies that was developing. For example, Rocky goes from training in the dirty streets of 
Philadelphia in Rocky, to getting ripped on the beach in Santa Monica, CA in Rocky III. Many films of the 
era such as Die Hard (1985), portrayed the tension between the coasts in their subtext. Die Hard’s hero 
is a tough NY cop, who has to rescue his Angelino wife from smug Euros and feckless LA men. In Escape 
from New York (1981), New York is turned into a giant maximum-security prison to be escaped from. 


Cable TV Channels like HBO were simultaneously attracting audience away from the theater and 
providing a new market for Hollywood films. By the end of the 1980s, 60% of American television 
owners got cable TV service—and the most revolutionary cable network of all was.... 
MTV, which made its debut on August 1, 1981. The music videos the network played 
made stars out of bands like Duran Duran and Culture Club and megastars out of artists 
like Michael Jackson, whose elaborate "Thriller" video helped sell 600,000 albums in 
the five days after its first broadcast. MTV also influenced fashion: People across the 
country did their best to copy the hairstyles and fashions they saw in music videos. In this way, artists 
like Madonna became fashion icons. Suddenly, an artist's appearance, visual storytelling, dance skills 
and fashion sense became as important as their vocals. MTV captured the imagination of the youth and 
greatly influenced Hollywood lighting and editing techniques. The fast-paced cutting of music videos 
initiated a quicker editing pace in films. Its style of fast-moving montage and dramatic lighting was 
influential on films such as Flashdance (1983). 


PG-13 Ratings Debut 

With changes in the moral climate and an increase in violent movies and slasher films - the Motion 
Pictures Association of America (MPAA) bowed to pressure from conservative citizens groups and 
created a new ratings category between R and PG known as PG-13. It issued its first PG-13 rating for 
Poltergeist (1982) and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984) for its heart-ripping sequence. 
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Hollywood Events of 1980s 
1979: Ridley Scott conquers the realm of science-fiction with Alien and, in 1982, with Blade Runner. 
1980: Robert Redford wins an Oscar for directing Ordinary People and founds the Sundance Institute. 
1980: The financial fiasco of Heaven’s Gate not only cripples United Artists and compromises the career of 
director Michel Cimino, but once again gives the upper hand to executives over directors after more than a 
decade of its having been otherwise. UA was sold to MGM for about $350 million 
1980: Sherry Lansing became the first female to head a major studio: 20th Century Fox 
1980: Robert De Niro set the record for most weight gained for a film by 
gaining 50 pounds to play boxer Jake LaMotta in Martin Scorsese's Raging 
Bull (1980). Exemplifying the dedication and intensity of Method Actors 
1980: Cinemax was launched. Specializing in action films and adult-oriented 
soft-core porn (dubbed "Skinemax"). It offered mature content not available 
on broadcast TV and another revenue stream for films 

: : 1981: MTV (Music Television) a 24/7 music video channel launched on cable 
1982: During the making of Twilight Zone: The Movie (1983), two child actors and Vic Morrow were killed ina 
freak helicopter crash - as a result, greater precautions would be taken on Hollywood sets 
1982: Direct to home satellite television transmission, with the launch of Sky One service. 
1983: George Lucas' THX sound system made its debut in Return of the Jedi (1983) 
1984: Rock Hudson, a legendary actor from the Golden Age of Hollywood whose homosexuality was an open 
secret in the industry, announces he has AIDS. Media coverage of AIDS increases dramatically in the following 
months. Hudson dies 6 months after his announcement. The Reagan Administration is slow to respond. 
1985: 1° Blockbuster video rental store opened in Dallas, TX and grew to become a major nationwide chain 
of stores. At their apex, the politically conservative company exercised influence over film content 
1985: Robert Redford's Sundance Institute took over the US Film Festival, renaming it the Sundance Film 
Festival - "dedicated to the support and development of emerging screenwriters and directors of vision” 


OVERVIEW By the early 1980s, the 60's era of free love and 
youthful idealism that had extended into the 70s, was clearly over. 
By now, some hippies (some baby boomers) had become a new 
crop of angst-ridden, suburban-dwelling yuppies. The personal 
cinema of 70s auteur directors such as Francis Ford Coppola, 
William Friedkin, and Spielberg was now superseded by the advent 
of the "blockbuster" phenomenon they had helped create, 

with The Godfather (1972) and Jaws (1975). The industry continued 
to pander to the tastes and desires of young people with 
sensationalized stories, action and special effects. Steven Spielberg's and George Lucas' are associated 
with "blockbusters" - and their films inevitably contributed to the trend during this decade, such as The 
Empire Strikes Back (1980), the exhilarating escapist-adventure film Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), Return 
of the Jedi (1983), and the childhood fantasy hit E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial (1982). Other films followed this 
model, like comedies Ghostbusters (1984), and Back to the Future (1985), and their successive sequels. 


Hollywood continued to search for, with demographic research and a "bottom line mentality," for the 
one large "event film" that everyone (including international audiences) had to see. 

e Dazzling Special effects and high-octane action spectacle 

e Sophisticated popular soundtracks with hit songs for cross promotion 

e Mega marketing budgets across multiple platforms nearly doubled cost to make the film 

e = Highly Paid Stars —- many asking for a percentage of the profits and extravagant luxuries 
Most big-screen event movies, were released at advantageous times (Summer and Christmas), and 
would be very expensive to produce - but promised potentially lucrative payoffs. 
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Reagan Era 

The conservative wave that Reagan rode in on -- with its promise to restore Eisenhower-era family 
values, small government and a harder line against the Soviets -- seemed also to mark a shift in popular 
culture -- and not least in cinema. American movies of the 80s are usually seen as having thrown aside 
the character-driven, exploratory spirit of the 70s New Hollywood in favor of Spielberg popcorn 
spectacles, cartoonish action bombast or high school comedies - It’s an impression that’s only been 
reinforced in the cultural memory the recent run of nostalgic media: Stranger Things, Ready Player One 


Reagan Era Trends 
1. Nostalgia for 1950s: Peggy Sue got Married, The Outsiders, Back to the Future, TV: Happy Days 
2. High School Films: Breakfast Club, Sixteen Candles, Back to the Future, 

a. Teen Sex Romp: Porky’s, Fast times at Ridgemont High, Private Lessons, Risky Business 
3. Militarism/Nationalism: Top Gun, Missing in Action, Rambo series, 

a. Cold War films with Russian villains: Hunt for Red October, Red Dawn, Crimson Tide 
4. Return of Likable Heroes: Flawed Anti-heroes of 70s are gone in favor of traditional heroes 
5. Emphasis on Male Stars and lesser roles for women. Mainstream movies so white 


Military Recruitment and Hollywood 
> _| Coming out of the 70s the US military had a damaged reputation 
; .- _ @ from the failures and high-profile scandals of Vietnam. Following 
= } public sentiment, Hollywood had turned to some disparaging 
y) portrayals of war and the US military. The Reagan Era changed 
| that relationship, leading to unprecedented cooperation 
“ between the military and Hollywood. The defining moment was 
the synergistic cooperation given to produce Top Gun (1985). The film made fighting for America seem 
so glamorous and fun that the military used the movie for recruiting. It worked marvelously. Military 
recruitment skyrocketed upon the film’s release and the military branches began setting up recruitment 
centers in theater lobbies to lure young men jacked up on Maverick’s heroics. Henceforth, The Pentagon 
established permanent offices in Hollywood to facilitate future cooperation, but only with films that 
portrayed America in a positive manner. As the 80s progressed, the conservative era began to exert 
cultural influence. Reagan's crusade against communism during the 1980s was helped along by a high 
number of patriotic films. In Red Dawn (1984) and Invasion U.S.A. (1985), resourceful action heroes fight 
off Soviet invaders. Missing in Action (1984) and Rambo: First Blood Part II (1985) sent action heroes to 
Vietnam to win victories on screen that American forces could not win in the real war. 


Popular Reagan Era Genres (In the 80s musicals and westerns died) 

1. Comedies: Ghostbusters, Airplane!, Beverly Hills Cop, Caddyshack, Meatballs, Stripes, Trading Places 
Cast alumni from TV show, Saturday Night Live, went on to make raunchy comedy gem 

2. Horror/Slasher: Franchises: Halloween, Friday the 13th, Nightmare on Elm St., Chucky 
Success is built on broad appeal and low budget: rarely name stars or high production value 

3. Science Fiction: Off the success of Star Wars Hollywood followed with futuristic fantasy aplenty 


Reagan Era Themes 

1. Father/Son Redemption: contentious relationships resolved 
Coming of Age Stories where the teens dabble in danger 
Wealth & Success: Excess wealth and materialism displayed in films 
Hope & Optimism for the future. Good guys win 
Nostalgia: Boomers dreaming of simpler times in 50s 


oP es 
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Blockbuster & Early 80s 


In the early 80s the Blockbuster came to dominate cinema. Their success in the 1970s inspired studios to 
reassert themselves with big budget financing. Small movies were pushed aside for large crowd-pleasing 
films with dubious artistic merit. The rising cost of film budgets meant big financing was needed. Big 
financiers are risk adverse and aren’t interested in art, but profits. Filmmakers began trying to top each 
other with ever bigger stunts, action set pieces and outlandish production. Films began to express the 
optimism and flamboyance present in the society at large. 


80s Blockbuster Characteristics 

1.Fantasy, escapism, adventure films appealing to mass audiences 
2.Big budget for Special effects, car chases and exotic locations 
3.Likable, good-natured protagonists or macho tough guys heroes 
4.Simpler stories with clear good vs evil choices, clear morality 
5.Targeted teens, young men — Biggest buyers of concessions 


EFFECTS OF THE BLOCKBUSTER 

1. Mass marketing on TV and product tie ins with fast food. Marketing becomes essential to success and 
budgets soar to have a hit. Big budgets require big financing and therefore need for big profit. 

2. Hollywood Studios see a resurgence, as a need for big financing grows and their special effect facilities 

3. Big name Movies Stars become ever more important to a movie’s success and grow very expensive 

4. Huge Box office attendance and massive earnings for a hit. Bombs can be peddled to foreign markets 

5. Classic Hollywood story structure altered to add a big action scene to start the film and grab attention 


NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF THE BLOCKBUSTER 
Emphasis on action and less emphasis on character and story 
Films designed to appeal to world market — simple dialogue & broad appeal 
Smaller films get less attention from studios looking for blockbuster pay off 
Blockbuster failure threatens to bankrupt studios when they fail 
Bad sequel after sequel, trying to cash in on original magic 
Enormous money spent makes studios risk adverse. No chances taken 
Films being written by committee to have broadest appeal, not singular voice 


Simpson/Bruckheimer 
The 80s were the heyday of the powerhouse producer duo Don Simpson and 
Jerry Bruckheimer. Their mega-hit titles including, Top Gun, Days of 
Thunder and Beverly Hills Cop, and perfected the ‘high concept’ film: a film that 
can be easily summed up in a sentence or less. Example: Alien = Jaws in space 

- MTVstyle editing: Jump cuts and faster paced editing in films 

- Simple ‘High Concept’ story with clear good vs evil choices 

- Catchy music and featured song by rising young star 

- Dramatic Back Lighting with Haze: Blue light, backlit, and smoky 

- Big name male stars paired with attractive new young ingenue 
Due to their films' success, Simpson and Bruckheimer became very rich. Simpson developed a reputation 
as "party animal". He was a fixture on the "Hollywood cocaine-party" circuit throughout the '80s, and in 
his later years became known for throwing lavish all-night parties at his mansion. 
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FILMMAKING DEVELOPMENTS 


Film Budgets skyrocket requiring big financing 

Because costly film decisions were being made by people making the financial 
decisions, not the film makers. Movies were made only if they could guarantee 
financial success, thereby pandering to a few select, well-known star names 
attached to film titles with less attention paid to intelligent scripts. With this kind 
of pressure, the most popular film stars demanded higher salaries, up front, and 
well as a percentage of the film's gross take, earning as much as $20 million. 
Budgets and actor’s salaries skyrocketed out of control, and powerful agents for 
agencies such as Creative Artists Agency (CAA) negotiated outrageous deals. In the 80s talent agents 
became wealthy, famous and powerful — even controlling which films got made by packaging stars. 


Endless Sequels: The Beginning of a Trend 

Before 1980, there were very few sequels - maybe two or three each year. Beginning in the early 80s 
however, a steady stream of mindless, crude sequels were produced each year, usually inferior to their 
originals. Remakes and sequels, were designed to offset the monetary risks of Hollywood film-making 
and were more popular with corporate accountants than directors or actors. Most often, these sequels 
inferior knockoffs made by lesser film-makers and without key cast members. At times, the first sequel 
would earn well, but then steadily declined with each new sequel. By fostering a loyal built-in audience 
and creating anticipation for their films, Studios sought to maximize profits at the expense of originality. 


80s Films and Sequels with Action Heroes 
The 80s, under influence of the Reagan Era, were littered with muscle-bound action heroes, firing 
oversized guns, and spouting quotable one-liners. Major testosterone-heavy films (and their sequels) 
Vietnam: Sylvester Stallone: Rambo films; Chuck Norris: Missing in Action films 
Arnold Schwarzenegger: Terminator films, and other sword/sorcery and action films 
Cops: Bruce Willis: Die Hard films; Mel Gibson: Lethal Weapon films, Clint Eastwood: Dirty Harry films 
Martial Arts films like Bloodsport (1988) with Jean-Claude Van Damme. 


Special effects began to play a larger role in films in the late 1970s, but 
it was in the 1980s that special effects began to be used to make a wide 
| range of movies more exciting, spectacular, and usually violent. 
Advancing techniques and the public lust for more spectacle, led to a 
rash of special effect laden films. Two sequels to Star Wars—The Empire 
Strikes Back (1980) and Return of the Jedi (1983)— advanced technology 
and set the standard for space movies. Four Star Trek movies followed. 


Tron (1982) 


The THX sound system, a Multi-track Dolby stereo sound, was designed to produce higher quality 
sound, noise reduction, surround-sound and other special effects was introduced in the 80s, and 
advertised as a special feature for films such as Amadeus (1984) and Aliens (1986). The first movie to be 
shown in a THxX-certified auditorium was Return of the Jedi (1983). 


Beginning of Oscar Season films In the 80s Meryl Streep was nominated for 5 acting Oscars 


The late Fall from November to December 31* is Oscar season - a time period 
in which Hollywood studios release and promote the films they consider most 
likely to be critically acclaimed, hoping to win at the Academy Awards. This 
trend developed in the 1980s when the financial benefits of an Oscar win 
increased, leading studios into launching bigger campaigns. As fewer award 
worthy films were made, they tended to be concentrated in Oscar season. 
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Home Video Changes Filmmaking 
By the mid-1980s, VHS tapes were found in most homes and used to store home 
movies and record television. Hollywood also used the technology as a brand- 
new revenue stream — giving film fans the option to purchase movies they saw in 
the cinema to watch at home. Home entertainment was the latest trend, and people worldwide 
indulged in movie nights with their families. It also gave viewers the freedom to pause, play, and rewind 
movies to notice details missed in the first viewing. Most of all it generated more money for films. 

e Home Video sales and rentals created whole new revenue streams for the studios 

e They gave access to Movies and TV programs that audiences were previously unaware of 

e Hollywood creates “Special Editions” & “Bonus footage” and other gimmicks to increase sales 

e VHS spawned the direct-to-video industry: providing new outlets for up-and-coming Filmmakers 
However, VHS represents the beginning of the end of an era for physical analog media, as it created the 
expectation of enjoying media at home and watching when you wished. Sound familiar? 


How Hollywood was changed by Home Video 

Before VHS, the only way to watch a movie was to watch it when it was available in a theater. Maybe 
once more when it got a TV showing. VHS changed all of this. You could rent or buy a videotape and 
watch it when and where was convenient to you. If it was on television, you could record it for later. 
Home Video Letterboxing is the practice of transferring film shot in a widescreen aspect ratio to 
standard-width video formats while preserving the film's original aspect ratio. The resulting image 
has black bars above and below it. 


Home Video affects Movies Hollywood’s New 
e Less use of widescreen filming to accommodate eventual square TV viewing Secondary Markets 


Film lengths shorten to accommodate tape length. 2 tape movies don’t sell Cable TV & Satellite TV 
Video Rentals & Sales 


International Markets 
Pay per view & Airlines 
Movies on Broadcast TV 


Destroys market for second run theaters and porn theaters in America 
Movie attendance drops again amongst 40+ crowd who prefer home viewing 
Ability to ‘own’ a film changes relationship to movies, don’t have to wait 


Comedies released during the decade showed Hollywood's lighter side. Stars like Eddie Murphy, Steve 
Martin, Whoopi Goldberg, and Robin Williams all starred in popular comedies. Some of the most 
notable comedies were "dumb comedies" like airplane (1980), Caddyshack (190) and Naked Gun (1988) 
like Airplane! (1980), Caddyshack (1980). Unlike mainstream comedies, which relied on witty wordplay 
and timing between actors, dumb comedies featured slow characters and physical humor and sight gags 


John Hughes' 'Teen' Films: 

In the 1980s, the most consistent output, and the most watchable and solid films of the sub-genre of 
youth-oriented teen comedies starring teenage characters were from writer/director and producer John 
Hughes. He was responsible for a number of comedic, teen"-oriented ‘rites of passage' films directed 
toward a youth audience, frequently emphasizing the tensions of the adolescent years, the problems of 
growing up, peer pressure, youth romance, and family strains. Favorites actors included: Molly Ringwald 
and Anthony Michael-Hall, seen in: Sixteen Candles (1984), The Breakfast Club (1985), Pretty in Pink (1986). 


The Rise of the Brat Pack 

Joel Schumacher's St. Elmo's Fire (1985) - a soap-operish, college version of The Big Chill (1983) for 
younger Yuppies with ensemble acting from a group of young stars dubbed “The Brat Pack.” 

This group of up and coming, self-absorbed, and socially-apathetic stars who portrayed yuppies in the 
film. They detested the nickname but it stuck. At least until their promising careers fizzled out. 
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Week 9: 1980s Genre Director Oscars 
Breakfast Club 1985 Comedy/Drama John Hughes MTV Award 
Why it’s important: 

1. Setting: 1980s high school detention on a Saturday, Chicago suburbs, with an oppressive authority figure 
2. Emblematic of 80s focus on high school protagonists with characters created along social stereotypes 

3. Comes to defines a generation: Gen X — with ‘Brat Pack’ actors, hit single on MTV and emo conversations 
4. Parents and adults portrayed as critical and demanding. Teens portrayed as troubled and misunderstood 
5. Bender character harkens back to James Dean in Rebel without a Cause. Goth girl rarely seen in cinema 


Back to the Future 1985 Sci-Fi /Comedy Robert Zemeckis Effects 
Why it’s important: 

1. Setting: From 1980s time travelling back to 1950s high school and small-town America. 

2. Emblematic of 80s Nostalgia for 1950s as an ideal American time. Goofy stunts and practical effects galore 
3. 80s Special effects wizardry mixed with light hearted comedy and Sci Fi. 50s Prom meets 80s skateboarder 
4. Parental relationships portrayed in wholesome, Reagan way. Also revisits Rebel without a Cause 


Top Gun 1985 Action/War Tony Scott Song 
Why it’s important: 

1. Setting: American air defense forces in the air, on the beach and in the bedroom (i.e. steamy 80s sex scene) 
2. Emblematic of Reagan Era militarism and patriotism. Rejuvenated Hollywood/Pentagon relationship 

3. Single handedly increased military enlistment, after years of decline post-Vietnam. Russians as villain again 
4. Solidifies Tom Cruise as an action hero and Hollywood moneymaker. Sets model for his future roles. 


Die Hard 1985 Action John McTiernan 4 noms 
Why it’s important: 

1. Setting: Los Angeles skyscraper on Christmas, where smug Euro terrorist’s heist is foiled by average guy 

2. Emblematic of 80s action film. Features everyman New Yorker cop vs shallow, soft Los Angeles culture 

3. Features 80s ‘One man army trope,’ special effects wizardry and corny tough guy lines that live on 

4. Huge success sparks action film craze in 1980s and action movie one upmanship over stunts and effects 


The Breakfast Club (1985) 

The dialogue-rich and provocative R-rated The Breakfast Club (1985) told a story of five disparate, 
crudely-cliched high-school teens forced together during Saturday detention, with a power tripping 
principal. Each teen is struggling with issues of conformity and parental pressure. Each has a chance to 
tell their story, making the others see them a little differently -- and when the day ends, they question 
whether school will ever be the same. The disparate group includes a delinquent, princess, goth weirdo, 
nerd and jock. The misfits of the group were characters rarely seen in cinema, striking a chord with 
audiences. The Breakfast Club was a mission as much as a movie, a cinematic representation of what director, 
Hughes was observing in real life but not seeing on any big screen. With the Brat Pack actors on the rise and 
the hit single "Don't You Forget About Me" on the radio and MTV, the film became an absolute 
touchstone for Gen X, the 80s and perhaps all high school students since. 


Back to the Future’ (1985) 

Proof that all you needed for a hit back in the 1980s was a time-traveling DeLorean, and the world’s 
most likeable and comical TV star, Michael J Fox. Robert Zemeckis’ romp about an ’80s kid who gets 
whisked back to the 1950s, and must play matchmaker to his parents in order to ensure he’Il still exist. 
The era-hopping comedy ticked off the decade’s big blockbuster requirements: a high-concept premise, 
Boomer nostalgia and a “produced by Steven Spielberg” credit. Just when you think it can’t get any 
more ’80s, a Huey Lewis song plays over the soundtrack. The goofy action, absurd plot and heavy- 
handed nostalgia all somehow work to make a film that fans return to with their kids. 
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Top Gun (1985) 

Director Tony Scott's loud buddy film Top Gun (1986) was the highest-grossing film of the year, at $176.7 
million, partially due to its spectacular action-based aerial dogfight sequences. The action flick starred a 
23-year-old Tom Cruise as swaggering fly-boy Maverick, soon to become the biggest star of the decade. 
Inflation adjusted; the film remains Cruise's biggest hit of his entire career. The film's producers Jerry 
Bruckheimer and Don Simpson ushered in an era of big-budget blockbusters with MTV-styled rapid 
edits, Top-40 soundtracks, and other summer movie phenomena. Others see it as ugly American 
propaganda, a militaristic exercise in rah-rah nationalism. Director Tony Scott imbues all of this with a 
florid romanticism, which certainly worked on the countless recruits who signed up to be military pilots 
in the wake of the movie’s release. Its sole Oscar win was for Best Original Song, "Take My Breath 
Away." Comedy take-offs were derived from the film, beginning with Hot Shots! (1991). 


Die Hard (1988) Thea re agin’ a Mian. 


The perfect action movie, John McTiernan's all-time classic is a model of 
efficiency, placing a likable, pissed-off cop (Bruce Willis) in a glass tower, 
plaguing him with foreign-accented terrorists, and imbuing him with a é 
catchphrase for the ages. Die Hard's influence is incalculable: It's the final word 
on high-octane Hollywood film craft. You can measure the long-term impact of 
this explosive action picture by how many movies that followed were described 
as “Die Hard ona___.” But few of those films could match the sublime 
simplicity of the original, in which a resourceful cop named John McLane (Bruce BRUCE WILLIS 
Willis) sneaks around a high-rise office building that’s under siege by a band of 
international criminals, led by a magnificently oily mastermind (Alan Rickman). For all its big booms and 
shootouts, this is really the story of an earthy hero who gets to live out the audience’s dreams by 
outwitting a bunch of smug terrorist jerks in expensive suits. It’s a blockbuster with an everyman’s soul, 
which felt especially refreshing in an often over-slick, materialist era. 


Classics emblematic of 80s 


Scarface (1983) “Say hello to my little friend!” Brian De Palma’s 
controversial remake of Howard Hawks’ 1932 mobster movie 
hands Al Pacino a license to snort, kill and chew scenery. It’s been 
embraced by an entire generation of fans and a good portion of 
the hip-hop community for its over-the-top portrayal of the 
aspirational gangster life, from the copious amounts of cocaine to 
its garish portrayal of Miami’s good life — the name “Tony 
Montana” is now synonymous with kingpin panache, coke-fueled 
luxury, and bootstrap-capitalism. Even without the quotable lines every few minutes it’s a memorable 
update of the old chestnut about crime paying off handsomely before the inevitable fall, ’80s style. 


Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) was the biggest box-office hit of 
the year. It was a breathlessly- paced throwback to cliff- 
hanging, non-stop action/adventure films of the past, tapping 
into the nostalgia of the 80s. This was the first collaboration 
between two legendary American film-makers, producer 
George Lucas and director Spielberg. Phenomenally successful, 
costing $23 million for a $210 million take. It’s a perfect 
Blockbuster and its success contributed to the demand for ever 
bigger blockbusters. Solidified Harrison Ford as a star and continued Spielberg’s box office dominance. 
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1980s SCIENCE FICTION 

Blade Runner (1982) The most important Sci-Fi movie 
ever made in terms of style, influence and social 
commentary. Its stunning visuals still haunt every Sci-fi 
film made since. Its theme still resonate in age of Al. 


The Terminator (1984) Lean, mean and pulpy as hell, 
this science-fiction thriller imagines a dystopia in which 
man fights machines for the survival of humanity. 
Tapping into a growing fear of machines taking human 
jobs, the film smoothly blended action and sci-fi genres 
to create a lasting franchise. It upped the ante on B- 
movie action, and transformed Arnold Schwarzenegger 
from a bodybuilder to movie star. 


Aliens (1986) James Cameron would go on to be able to 
claim the two highest-grossing movies in cinema history, 
but right here is the crux of his reputation. Aliens was an 
impossible assignment: Make a sequel to a revered sci-fi 
classic while adding your own imprint on the material. 
Cameron did that and more, turning Sigourney Weaver's 
Ripley into an enduring feminist icon, amping up the 
military action and producing the most exhilarating 
roller-coaster ride of the decade. Marine vs. Aliens? 
Now that’s Reagan Era! 


Tron (1982) Disney scored a 
surprise hit with the visually striking 


)| which did nothing to quell speculation. 


) Hollywood Scandals & Tragedies | 
At the young age of 17, Natalie Wood was 
nominated for an Academy Award for her role 
opposite James Dean in "Rebel Without a 
Cause." She was already a veteran of the movie 
industry, having come to fame at the age of 
nine for her performance in "Miracle on 34th 
Street," and would go on to star in classic films 
like "West Side Story." Wood slowed her career 
after having two children with actor Robert 
Wagner. 

On Thanksgiving weekend in 1981, Wood and 
Wagner invited actor Christopher Walken, 
Wood's then-costar in the film "Brainstorm," 
for a yachting trip to Catalina Island off the 
coast of Los Angeles. In the early hours of the 
morning, Wood's body was found face down in 
the water, the victim of an apparent drowning. 
The coroner’s report indicates that she indeed 
drowned, but rumors that Wood and Wagner 
fought over her alleged flirtations with Walken 
engendered suggestions of foul play. For many 
years, both Walken and Wagner were silent, 


Tron. That summer, cinemagoers were catapulted into the digital future. Few 
appreciated it at the time but with 40 years’ hindsight, Steven Lisberger’s sci-fi 
adventure was the shape of things to come: in cinema, in real life, and in virtual life. 
Tron was also the first attempt to visualize the digital realm itself - what was then 
called “cyberspace” but might now be termed “the metaverse”. Tron’s cyber-world 
looks quaintly low-res by today’s standards — a minimalist, angular, black-and-neon 


environment resembling a 1980s nightclub — but its distinctive retro chic is still cherished and mimicked. 


Ghostbusters’ (1984) You want rebellious, SNL-style comedy seamlessly merged with sci-fi, horror, 
action and a big-budget special FX spectacle that characterized the 1980s - who ya gonna call? |van 
Reitman’s smash hit about everyone’s favorite parapsychologists battling an NYC full of demons and a 
20-story Stay Puft Marshmellow Man, proved genres could be crossed with success. Bill Murray, Dan 
Aykroyd and Harold Ramis give this mash-up a fun, funny after-hours-party vibe; It gave you an entire 
multiplex’s worth of entertainment in one single serving, and gave the decade a box-office juggernaut. 


1980s Films evaluated... 


Some say that few 80s films became 'classics.’ Director Quentin Tarantino has criticized the decade as 
being one of America’s worst. The Blockbuster in particular has been criticized for transforming the 
industry into an amusement park ride and away from good storytelling. But filmmaking is an 
entertainment more than art to most. Certainly the 80s pioneered a bombastic, sensationalized style of 
movie making designed for the masses. Clearly in the 2020s we can still see the effects of Blockbuster 
dominance. In many ways the industry today is much like it was in the 1980s. 
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